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Bowen et al.: Recruiting on the Outside: Action-Oriented Research Solutions to
Recruiting on the Outside

RECRWTING ON THE OUTSIDE:
ACIION-ORIEhTED RESEARCH SOL W O N S TO EXTERNAL
STUDENTRECRUIIMENT RV COLLEGU TE A MA lTTON EDUCAllON
Brent Bowen, Larry Carstenson, Duane Boyle

The authors present a case on various methods of recruiting external students that can be applied to any academic
program. An example case study is provided to compare the most efficient practices used by a particular university
dealing with strategies of aviation collegiate recruitment. In this paper the authors use the action research method to
explore the different types and strategies of collegiate recruitment and discuss the process which must be followed to
make it successful.They establish that student recruitment must be an active and ongoing commitment of each aviation
academic unit. Related literature is examined and reported to theoretical and applied frameworks. The supporting research
tools of focus groups and delphi are implemented in a triangulation discovery process which provides substantive results.
Correlation analysis (Pearson's "r7') confirms the relationship of the variables. The results convey a system that
maximizes student recruitment and concludes with a plan that can be generalized to most collegiate aviation programs.
Discussion of results includes both a call for action and an introduction to a vital next step, retention.

RECRUITING ON THE OUTSIDE
Everywhere in the aviation industry today, college faculty
and administrators are being told that the need for pilots,
managers and other aviation specialists is increasing.
According to the Collegiate Aviation News (Airline pilot
hnm& 1998), the number of professional pilots hired in 1997
was higher than in any other year in the last decade. The need
far additional professionals should be realized by an increase
of enrollments on our aviation college campuses. Many
believe that collegiate aviation education is now recovering
fkom a declining enrollment trend. Forecasts by the Federal
Aviation Adminisiration (FAA) and the industry document
renewed growth and demand for aviation employment.
(Federal Aviation Admhktration, 1997). However, longpractice suggeststhat marketing (in this case, student
recruitment) should not only be practiced in '?he worst of
times," but should be accelerated "in the best of times."
According to Lenz (1980), it is a mistake to assume students
will automatically show up for a course if a classroom and
instructor are provided. There are too many opportunities
available to them.
Collegiate aviation education provides one of the most
challenging, yet rewarding, career fields in academia.
Unfmmately, it appears,in many circumstances to have been
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kept a secret by the colleges and universities that offer such
programs. In fact, aviation institutions are sometimes
overlookedby prospective students who were never informed
of such schools. This is a direct result of collegiate aviation
hdhtions being unable to spread the word nationally and the
The authors enforce the idea that
inabilityto recruit ext-.
it is time to promote collegiate aviation education and
continue to increase our aviation majors. There is no question
that the aviation indwtq is increasing in size (Federal
Aviation A-ation,
1997) which, by itself, should
increase the need for aviation majors.
The next question should be, "Where are the leaders of
tomorrow's aviation force coming fiom?" And more
importautly,"How do we attract and recruit the nation's most
prospective students to our institution?" The authors answer
this question by explaining in a case study what has been done
by one university.
New conventionalwisdom has college training replacing the
old minimumof a high school diploma for workers (Grove,
1992). That certaidy is true in aviation. Today, getting a job
with one of the major airlines is virtually impossible for a
pilot without a four-year college degree. In recent years,
several reports have indicated that more than 96% of
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successful job applicants hired by major airlines have a
college degree.
Framing the Case for External Recruitment in Collegiate
Aviation Education
The primary focus in increasing college enrollments is
placed on external recruiting. External recruitment differs
fim internal recruitment in that it is completed across the
world and competes against other aviation institutions.
Internal recruitment competes against other, non-aviation,
departments at the same collegiate institution.
The first step in recruiting external students should be to
infarm the targeted groups of our programs by answering the
four basic questions- what it is, what it can do for them, for
whom is it appropriate, and where it can be found (Snyder,
1971).
As with any realistic and achievable goal, a plan must be
developed (Lay & Endo, 1987). The plan must be realistic
and must be designed for use by the one who will actually
implement it. Nothing is more useless than a very attractive,
nicely prepared plan that is never used. That is why the
authors of this paper have chosen the action research method
for their suggested solution to allation student recruitment.
Next, the programs must be prioritized, and the budget and
financial commitments made in the order of importance,
remembering to include a certain degree of flexibility to
anticipate doreseen future changes. Lastly, the plan must
receive widespread institutional support involving key
admh&ratas, faculty and student leaders, admission officers,
alumn~,and academic units. The plan proposed in this paper
will: (a) develop goals and objectives, (b) design marketing
strategies and programs, and 0 include a budget which
allocates financial resources to various marketing programs.
Whv Studv Student Remitmentf!
The purpose of this paper is to identify the need for
additional aviation students; to explain how to reach the
external target market; and to offer suggestions on how to
attract that prospective student to become an aviation major
at your institution. It is also the pnrpose of this paper to
convince aviation educators that marketing is not an onerous
and unworthy idea; marketing techniques need to be used to
attract new aviation majors. Aviation faculties need to be
persuadedthat potential aviaticm students are potential clients,
or ' c ~ m e r s 7 It' . is the purpose of this paper to dispel some
of these archaic notions and to convince college aviation
faculties that marketing will work for them.
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Marketing alone cannot turn a poor program into a winner.
However, a marginal program that has something of value to
offer but has not yet found its audience can often be given just
the extra push it needs through a sound marketing campaign
1980). "Successful marketing of continuing education
involves, essentially, two things: (1) that marketing not be
confusedwith selling-marketing is a philosophy, selling is an
activity; and (2) that continuing educators keep their s@ts
firmly fixed on the interests and concerns of the people they
serve" (Lenz, 1980, p. 38).
"Successful marketing...rests on the ability of enrollment
managento develop a set of integrated, systematicmarketing
activities" (Hossler, Bean, & Associates, 1990, p. 100). In
education institutions,"successllmarketing is not an event or
a specific activity. Rather, it is a process ensuring that an
organizationreaches its goals and objectives by exchanging its
products, services, and knowledge for program registrations"
(Simerly, 1989, p. 445). Hossler, Bean, and Associates
(1990) say that key marketing strategies commonly used by
marketing- oriented colleges have been organized into eight
broad categories: publications, network marketing, direct
4 electronic media, telemarketing, marketing in the field,
on-campus programming and activities, and pricing and aid
strategies. Hossler says that the use of publications will
depend on the target audience. For example, local newspapers
may be effective in reaching potential non traditional adult
students but may not be effective in reaching high ability
traditional age residential students.
Network marketing uses high school counselors and
teachers as well as alumni, parents and others. But here one
must recognize that many studies show that high school
counselors and teachers do not exert a strong influence on
where most students attend college. "Targeted peer
recruitment can be one of the most effective means of
marketing. Its success can be attributed to the fact that current
students are current consumers, are close in age to the
prospective students, and usually "tell it like it is" when
discussing the college. They are one of the best sources about
a school. (Hossler et al, 1990).
Marketing strategies show the path for reaching the
objectives. Strategies should include brief statements, not
highly detailed, that highlight the route you will take to reach
your marketing objectives and generate the most customers.
Foundation of your strategies should include knowledge of the
industry, customers, competition, your uniqueness, and the
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objectives (Simpson, Fritz & Fritz, 1995). The average
person's mind receives more than 2,000 messages a day.
Repetition of a small advertisement has a more powerful
impact on the mind than a one time big, flashy ad. The "rule
of six" states that the average person needs to be contacted six
times before the message becomes active in the mind
(Simpson, Fritz & Fritz, 1995). This explains why a variety
of advertking approaches spread over a greater period of time
produce the highest results in consumption.
ODerational Parameters and Environment
In the p r e p d o n of this article, the authors have limited the
scope of the research and the single scenario case study to an
e m t i o n of the procedure and the effects of an externallybased recruitment effort only, discarding any in-depth
examination of cost efficiency advertisements and procedures
involved.
"An adverbemat can be distinguished from other forms of
promotion in that it is considered nonpersonal mass
communication, paid for and placed in various media by an
identified sponsor who seeks to inform or persuade a
particular audience about a product, service, or idea7'
(Simerly, 1989, p. 253). The purpose of advertising is to
increasepublic awareness, promote the institution's image, or
motivate prospective students h m inquiring to applying.
Seldom is an advertisement the sole reason for an enrollment.
Accordingly, when tracking effectiveness of advertisements,
numbers of inquiries should be used in place of actual
enrollment numbers.
"In the field of continuing education, advertising is typically
utilized in two important ways: (1) as institutional advertising
that promotes the organization as a whole and (2) as product
advertising that focuses on individual programs or courses of
study" (Simerly, 1989, p. 253). To find the most efficient
ways of advertising and rermiting, you must be able to track
the results of each method. Tracking will allow you to assess
recruiting efforts and see which effort is giving you the most
success.
In this study, the authors will compare the most effective
methods of marketing which provide the largest number of
inquiries using a single case scenario. The authors will also
rank, in order of most effectiveness, the strategies used.
Finally, the authors will conduct a correlation analysis,
between the scale and number, based on Pearson's "r" method
of "evaluating the direction and degree of relationship
(correlation) between the scores" (Borden & Abbott, 1996, p.
349). In tbis circumstance the pairing will result from
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measuring the same categories twice. The analysis will solve
for "r" which is always calculated from matched-pair data
(Senter, 1%9). By compiling this data, decisions can be made
on future tactics of external recruiting, which will enable the
education institution to save a considerable amount of time
and money that would otherwise be wasted on ineffective
modes of recruiting.
Even the most efficient methods of marketing externally can
result in poor recruiting if quality service is overlooked.
Marketing efforts, particularly in a continuing education
program, can have a sigruGcant contribution made by quality
service. "Developing new customers is almost five times as
costly as keeping a present customer" (Simerly, 1989, p.
114). According to Hossler, Bean, and Associates (1990),
"Several issues to consider when selecting advertising
publications include:
1.
What target market are you trying to reach?
2.
What is the distribution method of the publication?
3.
What experiences have colleges at similar
institutions had with this publication?
4.
How effective is the publication in accomplishing its
intended purpose?
What kind of response mechanism is built into the
5.
publication?" @. 102).
The marketing planning for a college must include a central
administrator who is trained in marketing and given the
necessary resources to accomplish his/her directive. This
director of marketing should be responsible for providing
marketmg gudance and services to university officers, school
deans, department chairmen, and other agents of the
university. Too often, recruiting efforts are shared by
numerous persolme1 with no one being able to accept full
responsibility for failure or success. Indeed, input should
come from a variety of directions or people, but final
decisions should be accomplished by a director of marketing.
Recruitment is the result of all efforts and activities (both
planned and unplanned) which together affect an individual's
personal decision to participate in a learning experience
(Snyder, 1971). College recruiting publications include, but
are not limited to: handbookshiew books, university catalogs,
bmhuredfact sheets, newsletters, scholarship materials, and
are necessary tools for increasing enrollment numbers. When
creating an external recruitment plan, consider the following:
1.
Who are you trying to target? Are you targeting a
certain gender or age group?
Where is their location in regards to the location of
2.
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the university?
What class of students are you trying to recruit?
What type of periodicals do they read?
How can they purchase your type of service?
What are their interests? Or what do they have in
common?
What wiU motivate them to come to your institution
instead of others?

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Introduction of the Action Research Method
As social scientists, collegiate aviation educators should
embrace scientific inquiry to resolve questions using
applications of logical validity and empirical validation. This
structured procedure is commonly defined as the research
process (Frankfort-Nachmias& Nachmias, 1996).Numerous
tools have emerged that may be applied through accepted
principles of scientific inquiry. Most readily acceptable have
been tools that provide quantitative data. However, qualitative
research tools are rising to a new level of acceptance to
address the complex issues facing us today. These complex,
diilicult issues lend example to the use of emerging alternative
tools. An operational definition of action research could be
defined as a research process which involves the researchers
in the process of acquiring knowledge during an ongoing
process in which they are involved. Action research
emphasizes the solution of problems rather than the
acquisition of scientific knowledge. There are no
methodological differencesbetween action research and other
research methods morg, 1963). The action research process
is summarized in Figure 1.
F i m e 1. The Action Research Process

1 Look

I

Think

- gather relevant informatioddata 1
- describe the situation
- explore and analyze
- interpret and explain
- plan
- implement

Framing Action Research for Student Recruitment
The research method termed "Action Research" has been in
active use for decades and emerged primarily grounded in the
field of education. First criticized as not adhering to the rigid
p d u r e s of the scientific method (Borg, 1963), a review of
research literature indicates that action research has now come
to the forefront of acceptance. An explanation of this is most
likely attributed to the widespread use of qualitative research
paradigm tools to solve new, complex, and dBicult to
quan* problems.
Quantitative research remains a very important research
paradigm for hypothesis testing and explanatory knowledge,
but is limited in its ability to respond to the many rapidly
changing variables in this study. Qualitative research,
however, is more interpretive in nature, but has limitations in
the ability to measure q x d i c relationships between variables.
The ab&y of the action research model to provide an iterative
process of action and feedback is well suited to the changes
which occur m student recruitment. Action research is often
utilized in applied research settings, and most commonly to
explore an educational research issue. Often, administrators
focus on problems or issues using research methods/tools in
an action research framework. Action research is frequently
carried out in a collaborative or team setting, but is well suited
for individual use, as in the teacher-researcher or
administrator-researcher model (McMillan, 1996).
"Action research is focused on immediate
application, not on the development of theory or on general
application. It has placed its emphasis on a problem here and
now in a local setting. Its tindings are to be evaluated in terms
of local applicability, not universal validity" (Best, 1993, p.
24). This purpose can be applied to improving practice while
combining research procedures, critical thinking, teamwork,
and reason for study (Besf 1993). Approaching the crucial
issue of student recruitment through an action research model
provides a synerwc structure to study, evaluate, and initiate
change to an ongoing complex problem.

- evaluate

(Stringer, 1996, p. 16)

-

-- -
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Using action research as a conceptual model framework
Action Research Model
does not prohibit use of other research tools or procedures,
Figure 2. Use of Stinger's Model for Recruitment
such as triangulation to zero-in on the information needed.
When actively engaged in an administrative process such as
student recruitment, the evaluation of effectiveness of the
process, return on budgetary investment, and maximization t
Stinger's Model
Recruitment Mode1
of human resource investment in the process are key points
of ongoing action-oriented research. Perhaps these
Look
- Gather relevant infoldata Literature, campusldepa~tment
procedures are often considered a routine administrative
resources
D e h e goals for recruitment
- Describe the situation
task. Framing the process as an ongoing research endeavor
will provide structure for continuous improvement.
Think - Explore and analyze
Brainstom r m t m e n t problem
Although action research does not portend to have a
Convene committee as focus group
- Interjn-et and explain
generalization basis to other settings, it can provide an
example of best practice which can be viewed as a case-like
Act
-Plan
Use Delphi approach to fornulate a
example.
plan
- Implement
Action oriented solutions
Action Research Au~liedto Aviation Student Recruitment
The application of action research to the student
recruitment process provides the methodological basis for
approaching thisvital and necessary endeavor. A 1993 report
Additional Research Tools Av~liedto the Action Research
by Cornell University acknowledges that a "means to review
Model
on an ongoing basis the effectiveness of our recruitment
Data reported as information outcomes of the action
efforts" is necessary (Briggs, et al., 1993, p. 18). The action
research process were derived fiom the utilization of several
research model is applied to the single case scenario of one
research tools. These tools have been used to derive a
aviation academic program that organized an ad hoc
triangulation-like approach to target the needed information
committee on student reauihrmt and retention (see Figure 2).
outcome. Triangulation is used in qualitative research to
This model was developed upon discovery of the crucial
determine if separate data sources and research tools lead to
nature of the recruitment issue as identilied through a focus
the same conclusions (Greenfield, 1996). Conceptually, this
group method. Focus groups generally consist of a small
project can be viewed as a single case example, albeit not
number of individuals brought together by a moderator as a
generalizable; however, it can provide an example of best
discussion and resource group to focus on a limited topic.
practice that can be implemented by other programs.
Focus groups can be used in qualitative studies to provide a
Survey research was used to gather data from prospects
rich source of cumulative and elaborative data in a flexible
inquiring about the aviation program. Expert opinion and
setting (Denzin & Lincoln,1994).
observational research tools were used to make key decisions
The group in this study cancurred that immediate action was
based on a five-year involvement in the process. A focus
wananted. The focus group used the action research model to
group and mstmctured delphi approach were utilized to
effectively implemenf monitor, m w , and evaluate progress
formulate a consensus on which elements of the vromm are
toward a goal of modest program growth. Following the
most effective to target until further evidence emerges to
model provided by Stringerin Figure 1, focus group members
mandate program change. The delphi technique is an iterative
were assignedelementsof the action research process for each
process of obtaining expert convergent opinions through the
stage of the student recruitment process. While working
use of successivequestiomaires and feedback. The experts do
indejmdently, team members effect assigned tasks. Through
not meet face-to-face, thus allowing all persons to objectively
regular meetings, traditional and on-line, a delphi approach
defend their own positions. Each iteration seeks a refinement
consensus toward a
of the group opinions until a general consensus is reached.
comprehensive outcome is generally reached one task at a
The delphi technique '5s a rapid and efficient way to gain
time.
objective information from a group of experts" (Babbie,
1998, p. 364). Correlation analysis conducted on the focus
A
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group and survey generated data will confirm the variable
relationship.
Results
Table 1 outlines the results of the one case scenario of
external recruiting, providing strategies selected for
implementation and a perceived scale of effectiveness as
derived from the focus group's delphi process. The findings
compare the different types of marketing strategies that were
utilized to produce the most inquiries over a two year period.
The most successll strategies are listed in order of
importance for fuhue decisions on marketing techniques.

Table 2
Sources of External Inquiries

Table 1

Case Example's External Recruitment Plan

Air Shows

70

6.3%

Radio Ads

50

4.5%

Phone Book

45

4.0%

Aviation Organization

38

3.4%

Newspaper Ads

29

2.6%

Electronic Billboards

10

.9%

1114

100

Referrals

Total

The national external recruitment that was completed in the
case scenario, as seen in Table 2, was primarily completed in

Electronic Billboard Ads

Tracking sources of inquiry is fundamental to maximizing
effectiveness.Each inquiry about the program is surveyed on
key questions in order to categorize and follow-up. One key
question asks for the marketing source of each inquiry. The
results of these replies are outlined in Table 2.

---
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three ways-the internet, national aviation magazines, and
%ough word-of-mouth. As the popularity of internet grows,
so will the importance of it being an integrated part of every
external recruitment plan. Advertising in national aviation
m a g h a is the old faithful in reaching thousands of aviation
enthusiasts. The process of finding new recruits by word-ofmouth will be the result of satisfied students and alumni
passing along the reputation of the institution through family,

.
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friends, and co-workers in the industry. In our single case
scenario, the process of retaining cment students will most
likely result in enhanced recruitment. This assertion is
documented by the fact that personal referral is one of the
leading methods providing cited inquiry results.
The most effective means of acquiring external student
inquiries in the case example were accomplished by
advehshg in natianal aviation magazines. Advertising for the
case example was established in the following magazines:
Flight Training, Private Pilot, Flving and Aviation Week and
Space Technolopv.
Correlation Analvsis Data Sets
Pearson's correlation analysis provides an index of the
direction of the relationship between two sets of scores. Using
the formula of

the value of the correlation analysis can range from plus one
through zero to negative one. The analysis was composed on
the numbers from Table 1, scale of effectiveness of inquiries
and Table 2, number of external inquiries. The numbers were
then calculated by Minitab to correlate the result of Pearson's
formula. As seen in Table 3, the result falls between .70-.90,
which states that we have a marked degree of direct
relationship with high correlation (Senter, 1969). The
correlation coefficient represents a high, positive degree of
relationship between the two variables, showing that the close
connection in the correlation analysis is sigolficant.
Fdmmore, the relationship of total inquiry numbers and the
scale of effectiveness is nearly identical in ranking. As a
result, the use of any s i m t correlation will provide better
predictions, in thiscase for collegiate recruitment, than could
be made without its use (Senter, 1969).
Table 3
Correlation of Scale and Number

Internet Sites

JAAER Spring 1999
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Air Shows

3

70

Aviation
Organization
Referrals

2

38

Newspaper Ads

2

29

Electronic
Billboard Ads

1

10

Correlation of Scale and Number = 0.776
Discussion
The authors have proposed a plan involving (a) the
development of goals, (b) the design of marketing strategies,
O the creation of a budget, (d) evaluation, and (e) feedback to
repeat the process. The multi-step process of developing the
plan of action, makiug contact with the students, and assessing
the results of the
process must be implemented for an effective continuous
quality improvement system to result.
There is no doubt that a sigficant need exists for more
studentsin our aviationcolleges and universities. The aviation
industry needs these aviation graduates and is now looking,
more than ever before, to the aviation educational institutions
of this country to satis@ that need. The authors of this paper
have propounded that external recruitment is the area from
which to attract the majority of new aviation students to the
aviation colleges and universities. While we have propounded
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that external recruitment is important, we also stress that
internal recruitment is equally important as is retention.
The authors have explored the various methods available to
colleges offering aviation majors or degrees for the external
recruitment of these additional students and they have
determined which methods should work best for the small,
medium, and large aviation programs in United States
educational institutions. Whichever methods are chosen,
aumate, umsistenf on-time responses to inquiries will ensure
that the prospective student is receiving and reading the most
up-to-date information on the institution.
The authors shmgly believe that retention is essential to the
continued vitality of any aviation program. It is well known
that the aviation career field is notorious for losing its majors.
In fact, several aviation programs, including the university
involved m the case study presented m this paper, have
experienced an atbition rate often exceeding 75 percent. Fouryear aviation colleges expend si@cant effort to attract
students to their programs, yet as many as 75 of every 100
students leave the program and do not graduate with an
aviation degree.
The aulbors have discussed the process for effective student
recruifment. It is a direct result of a combination of paid and
non-paid advertising, positive word-of-mouth, college fairs,
along with a commitment to constantly improving public
awareness. External recruiting methods should not be
measured solely by cost; fie marketing or advertising can be
just as effective as paid advertising. The "flashy ad" or "slick
brochure" approach commonly associated with commercial
marketing is not the only way to snare that new aviation
student. It is entirely professional and, in this modern

academic world, necessary to the future of our aviation
programsthat colleges and universities must market, not sell,
their aviation programs. The astute college administrator will
realize that the minimal marketing strategy used in the past,
where aviation programs merely designed their curriculum
and waited for students to magically appear, is no longer
effective.
It is now up to the faculty and administration of the aviation
collegesto become educated in the concepts of marketing for
student recruitment discussed in this paper; to utilize action
research (which appears to be the most proper method to
operationalizethis key educational research issue); to select
which methods work best for them in their individual
situations; and to implement those methods to attract and
retain aviation students presently and in the future. The
collegiate aviation department or program must acquire a
studentmruhent marketing Orientation if it is going to excel
withinthe &itutionor its discipline. The department chair or
program director holds the key role. The chair will have to
create the marketing initiative of the department in the same
manner other departmental initiatives are established. The
chair must also realize that traditional methods may centralize
the marketing efforts of an institution away from the
department It therefore becomes obvious that any successful
academic department in general, and an aviation department
in particular, must attempt to participate in the marketing
efforts of the entire institution.

Bmnt Bowen holds a Doctorate in Higher Education and Aviation from Oklahoma State University and a Master of Business
A-ation
degree from Oklahoma City University. He is Director and Professor, Aviation Institute, Department of Public
Administration, University of Nebraska at Omaha.

Larry Carstenson holds a Doctorate in Law from the University of Nebraska at Lincoln. Graduate Faculty Member, he is the
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